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Introduction
Laurens Van der Post (1906–96), a white South African writer who 
belonged to the generation right aer Olive Schreiner (1855–1920), men-
tions her signicance in the history of white South African literature in 
English as follows:
With her, English literature in South Africa suddenly becomes pro-
foundly indigenous and imagination is native. She is utterly in and of 
the country, so much so that I have always believed that, had I been 
presented with an unknown piece of her writing, I would have been 
able to tell, just from its texture, that it had been written by someone 
born and raised in South Africa. (“Turbott” 29)
Van der Post shared his enthusiasm for Olive Schreinerʼs writing (especial-
ly her most famous work of ction, e Story of an African Farm (1883)) 
with many English-speaking white South African writers of his generation. 
However, what is more striking is his statement that until the late nine-
teenth century it was dicult to nd a novel which could be recognized as 
something written by those who were born and raised in the country. Such 
condition certainly existed and there were reasons for this.
In the history of late nineteenth-century English writing on South Af-
rica, one dominant mode of writing, both ction and non-ction, was a 
“tale of the colonial sojourner for whom Africa is the exotic alternative to 
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real existence in the metropole” (Chapman 129)—a tale which normally 
took the form of a travel journal or an adventure story written by men. 
Such works, even when written in South Africa, catered to a British reader-
ship, and when shipped back to South Africa, were read among the settlers 
or the colonial-born as supposedly convincing accounts of their native land.
Schreiner herself was very critical of the “tale of the colonial sojourn-
er” and this particular criticism is manifested strongly in her satirical short 
story on male adventure novels, “My First Adventure at the Cape” (1882) 
and in her preface to e Story of an African Farm, in which she states that 
those adventure stories are “best written in Piccadilly or in the Strand: 
there the gis of the creative imagination, untrammelled by contact with 
any fact, may spread their wings” (Preface 16). It is against this tradition of 
the adventure stories that Schreiner was determined to present an alterna-
tive landscape. In the same preface, she continues as follows: “ose bril-
liant phases and shapes which the imagination sees in far-o lands are not 
for him [the South African writer] to portray. Sadly he must squeeze the 
colour from his brush, and dip it into the gray pigments around him. He 
must paint what lies before him” (16).
Yet it was not easy for colonist writers like Schreiner, whose intention 
was to produce a “tale of the settler on the farm” (Chapman 129) or (bor-
rowing her own words) to “paint the scenes among which he [she] has 
grown” (Preface 16), to present her “indigenous” vision of South Africa as 
“authentic.” Her own displaced condition further complicated her struggle 
to create an alternative discourse. e English literary tradition (which she 
shared as her own) saw only the verdure as a sign of the beauty of “home.” 
is conditioned her to regard the South African landscape, so vast and 
dry compared to that of Britain, as “alien” or “empty.” Also, being a mem-
ber of the white ruling-class minority, who were relatively new to the land 
originally inhabited by the Khoisans, Africans and then by the Afrikaners, 
it was not easy for Schreiner to assimilate herself with those groupsʼ more 
“native” visions of the land. Moreover, even if she did manage to construct 
an alternative discourse, the small size of the reading population in South 
Africa made it almost impossible to write without keeping eventual British 
readers in mind, thereby representing the land as Britainʼs “Other.” is 
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“colonized” aspect of her writing is most painfully seen in her posthu-
mously published juvenile novel entitled Undine (1929). In this novel, Sch-
reiner is so conscious of how the South African landscape would look to 
British eyes that the land is oen represented simply in terms of not being 
British, and the heroine (Undine) is quickly transferred to a Britain of Sch-
reinerʼs imagination, a country which she had never yet visited then, as be-
ing “more authentic” for an English speaking heroine.2
What inspired Schreiner to have more literary independence from the 
“colonized” discourse and to produce her own “tale of the settler on the 
farm” was Ralph Waldo Emersonʼs work which, according to Schreiner in 
her letter to Havelock Ellis, was “just like a bible to me” (To Havelock Ellis 
50). It is well known that e Story of an African Farm is, as Joseph Bristow 
observes in his introduction to the Oxford Edition, “deeply informed by 
the political economy of John Stuart Mill, the Social Darwinism of Herbert 
Spencer, and the Transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson” (Bristow 
viii), yet in terms of presenting her “indigenous” vision of South Africa, the 
most prominent inuence is clearly Emerson. For example, to begin with, 
Schreiner named both herself—in her pseudonym for the novel, Ralph 
Iron—and one of the protagonists, Waldo, aer Emerson. ere is also a 
striking resemblance between Waldoʼs spiritual awakening through his 
“epiphany” in the African land in a chapter titled “Times and Seasons” and 
Emersonʼs somewhat agnostic view of nature expressed in his essay titled 
“Nature” (1844). Moreover, many critics note that Schreinerʼs reference to 
Napoleon Bonaparte in the novel is clearly taken from Emersonʼs “Napo-
leon; or, the Man of the World” (Burdett 33–34; Buell 53; Monsman 63; 
Spillman 213). On the whole, in Schreinerʼs literary enterprise itself, as Ste-
phen Grey argues, we discern Emersonʼs call for a literary independence 
from England (though in a rather muted way) expressed in “e American 
Scholar” (1837) (Gray 63): he says, “Our day of dependence, our long ap-
prenticeship to the learning of other lands, draws to a close” (53) and “We 
will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak 
our own minds” (71).
Despite these clear indications of Emersonʼs philosophical inuence, 
the relationship between Emersonʼs philosophy and Schreinerʼs e Story 
— —4
of an African Farm has not been discussed comprehensively enough by 
critics. It is to a certain extent understandable as Schreiner, being a Dar-
winian, non-believer and feminist in the late Victorian period, adapted 
Emersonʼs romantic pre-Darwinian vision to suit those more urgent issues 
which she foregrounds in the novel, and the adaptation makes the Emer-
sonʼs philosophy much less visible in the text. Also, the suering and death 
of Waldo, the very embodiment of Emersonian ideal, present a stark con-
trast compared to Emersonʼs optimistic outlook and that makes Transcen-
dentalism not a viable philosophy in South Africa.
Still, considering the fact that Emerson is the writer who expresses the 
zeitgeist of early nineteenth-century America which, according to Bill Ash-
cro, Gareth Griths and Helen Tin, was “the rst post-colonial society 
to develop a ʻnationalʼ literature” (16), studying this transatlantic inuence 
from post-colonial America is essential in studying e Story of an African 
Farm from a postcolonial perspective. In fact it is in how Emersonʼs philos-
ophy is transplanted in and is adapted to (or deliberately failed to be adapt-
ed to) the harsh reality of “colonial” South Africa that we understand Olive 
Schreinerʼs subversiveness and complicity as a colonist writer.
is paper intends to study how Emersonʼs Transcendentalism in-
forms Schreinerʼs own discourse of her native land in e Story of an Afri-
can Farm. e rst chapter will focus on the rst half (Part 1) of the novel 
and discuss a relationship between Waldo and Bonaparte Blenkins in the 
politics of the white South African farm in relation with Emersonʼs ideal 
and his account of Napoleon. e second chapter will mainly deal with the 
latter half (Part 2) of the novel and discuss the Emersonian implication of 
subversiveness and complicity of Waldoʼs relationship with the South Afri-
can landscape.
I.?Waldo and Napoleon in the Politics of South African Farm
Schreinerʼs determination to “paint the scenes among which he [she] 
has grown,” together with her increasing condence in dealing with the 
South African materials, is revealed in the fact that the story is, unlike Un-
dine, set entirely in South Africa. Of course, the tension between, on one 
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hand, her desire to break away from the dominant discourse about Africa 
and to establish a white South African vision of the country and, on the 
other hand, her need to be acknowledged by the very discourse from which 
she is trying to break away, persists throughout the novel. In the opening 
description of the South African land in the novel, we see her strong desire, 
within this dilemma, to inscribe a local meaning onto her “home,” which is 
perceived only as “empty” in the British literary tradition:
　e full African moon poured down its light from the blue sky into 
the wide, lonely plain. e dry, sandy earth, with its coating of stunted 
“karroo” bushes a few inches high, the low hills that skirted the plain, 
the milk-bushes with their long nger-like leaves, all were touched by 
a weird and an almost oppressive beauty as they lay in the white light.
　In one spot only was the solemn monotony of the plain broken. 
Near the centre a small solitary “kopje” rose. Alone it lay there, a heap 
of round iron-stones piled one upon another, as over some giantʼs 
grave. Here and there a few tus of grass or small succulent plants had 
sprung up among its stones, and on the very summit a clump of 
prickly-pears lied their thorny arms, and reected, as from mirrors, 
the moonlight on their broad eshy leaves. At the foot of the “kopje” 
lay the homestead. First, the stone-walled “sheep kraals” and Kar 
huts; beyond them the dwelling-house—a square, red-brick building 
with thatched roof. Even on its bare red walls, and the wooden ladder 
that led up to the lo, the moonlight cast a kind of dreamy beauty, 
and quite etherealized the low brick wall that ran before the house, 
and which enclosed a bare patch of sand and two straggling sunow-
ers. (19)
Here we can, on one hand, discern her sensitivity to how the South African 
landscape would look to the British eyes. She cannot help using such terms 
as “wide, lonely plain,” “dry, sandy earth,” and “solemn monotony” to de-
scribe the land—and “stunted” and “straggling” for the plants. Moreover, 
the moon has to be explained as “African” for the non-South African read-
ers, and the beauty of the land under the moon is termed “weird” and “op-
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pressive.” On the other hand, she certainly attempts to create a distinctively 
South African quality by comparing the “kopje” to a mythical “giantʼs 
grave” and by personifying the local plants under the “dreamy beauty” of 
the moon.3
When we look at her portrayal of the farm, however, her representa-
tion suddenly reveals something more remarkable: that is, rather than rep-
resenting the farm as a place which is inscribed and structured through 
cultivation or by European culture (and, therefore, a farm to which a white 
settler can have a sense of belonging), she tends to represent the farm as a 
site which exposes the harsh political reality of the colony. To begin with, 
the farm is never represented as a domesticated form of nature called 
“farmland”—that is, a space naturalized and historicized through cultiva-
tion and inheritance. Her “farm” consists only of a few simple human con-
structions, such as “sheep kraals,” “Kar huts,” a “dwelling house,” and “a 
square red-brick building” (19), plus the undomesticated nature of the 
“karroo.” ere are few descriptions of people (either Africans or whites) 
farming, an act which would embody both the economy and ecology of 
farm life. Without any description of farming itself, the picture of the farm-
house surrounded by karroo only serves to stress the rootlessness and pre-
cariousness of colonial society.
Under these circumstances, the community of the farm assumes the 
very quality of a colonial culture, a culture which, according to Dan Jacob-
son, “has no memory” (7). is community does not consist of a homoge-
nous family on the farm, or even of people who share a long history. Rath-
er, it consists of people of dierent ethnic groups speaking dierent 
languages—people who are essentially strangers to each other. is col-
laged “family” is ruled over by an autocratic Boer woman, Tantʼ Sannie, 
who came to inhabit the farm upon her marriage to an Englishman, now 
dead. Uncle Otto, the overseer, is German. ree white children on the 
farm—Tantʼ Sannieʼs stepdaughter Em, Emʼs orphaned cousin Lyndall and 
Ottoʼs son Waldo—are (especially aer Otto dies) all orphans of a sort, 
with their ties to both their parents and their parental culture severed. 
ese peopleʼs estrangement from the land and from each other is also 
stressed according to Graham Pechey in his “e Story of an African Farm: 
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Colonial History and the Discontinuous Text,” by their “namelessness.” As 
Pechey notes, Schreiner oen refers to the farm inhabitants without their 
family names, Indeed, she sometimes even used “national epithets,” such as 
“the Boer-woman” and “the German” instead of the personal names which 
would connote “familiarity” (69).
e power politics and arbitrary violence of the colony are internal-
ized within this “family.” It is not so much lial love as power that oen 
rules the family. Tantʼ Sannie, whose greed exceeds her maternal duty to 
give Em and Lyndall an education, and whose fear of her late husbandʼs 
ghost alone keeps her from ill-treating them, is less a mother than a vora-
cious ruler. Ottoʼs Christian charity provides aection and shelter for the 
children, yet he remains too ineectual to oer the real alternative. e in-
eectuality of his Christian theology in the world of colonial power politics 
is further indicated by the ironic juxtaposition of the negligible impression 
Ottoʼs story of “the approaching end of the world” (23) makes on the Afri-
can farm laborers with their deliberate laziness, which Otto never notices.
e foundation of this oppressive colonial African farm is fortied by 
two ideological concepts in the novel: the centrality of marriage and child-
bearing in womenʼs life and the Calvinist belief which forbids any doubt 
about the received opinion that the world was created by God. ese ideo-
logical principles are inherited by Em, the heir of the farm, who, with her 
Christian belief and her maternal nature, seems to have been made for 
what farm life has to oer her. As there is literally no space for the Tran-
scendentalist ideal to be practiced or even introduced on the farm, any-
thing remotely Emersonian is envisioned not within but without the colo-
nial institution of the farm: it is through Lyndall and more specically 
Waldo that the vision is expressed. ey are both Schreinerʼs alter egos and 
the central characters of the novel and are each endowed with one aspect of 
Schreinerʼs own creed; a belief in feminism and an atheism based on natu-
ral science respectively. ey are also sociologically located on the margin; 
Lyndall, unlike Em, does not have any right of inheritance and Waldo, as a 
son of the German overseer, will remain no more than a farm employee. 
eir ideological subversiveness and sociological marginality inevitably de-
termine their need to establish their sense of identity through seeking to 
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explore their possibilities beyond the ideological connes of the farm.
ese three colonial childrenʼs respective worldviews are rst ex-
pressed in a scene in which they are “on the side of the ʻkopjeʼ furthest 
from the homestead” (28) and here the two dierent facets of Emersonian 
vision are introduced through Waldo and Lyndall respectively. Waldo, who 
is already deeply skeptical of Christianity (therefore is inevitably no sup-
porter of the religious ratication of the colonial farm) and aware of the 
natural history of Africa inspired by a book titled “Physical Geography” 
(which, according to Spillman, is probably Mary Somervilleʼs predomi-
nately uniformitarian work published in 1848 (184)), reads the South Afri-
can landscape in a way which starkly diers from Emʼs pre-Darwinian 
reading based on the idea of Genesis that “God put the little ʻkopjeʼ here . . . 
By [by] wanting” (33):
“what are dry lands were once lakes; and . . . these low hills were once 
the shores of a lake; this ʻkopjeʼ is some of the stones that were at the 
bottom, rolled together by the water. But there is this—how did the 
water come to make one heap here alone, in the centre of the plain? . . . . 
Now I know the water must have done it; but how? It is very wonder-
ful.” (33)
is interpretation corresponds with Emersonʼs awareness of the contem-
porary scientic interpretation of the land which was replacing the biblical 
reading, awareness which was expressed in “Nature” (1844): “Geology has 
initiated us into the secularity of nature, and taught us to disuse our dame-
school measures, and exchange our Mosaic and Ptolemaic schemes for her 
large style. . . . Now we learn what patient periods must round themselves 
before the rock is formed” (546). Still, Waldoʼs Darwinian interpretation 
goes beyond the Emersonian model of natural theology in reading the 
South African setting. e natural history of South Africa, which the 
stones of the karroo (instead of any verdure commonly seen in British or 
American landscape representation) communicate to him, presents a his-
torical perspective far more egalitarian than the colonial history of Africa, 
which marginalizes the history of the indigenous culture. He says,
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“it seems that the stones are really speaking—speaking of the old 
things, of the time when the strange shes and animals lived that are 
turned into stone now, and the lakes were here; and then of the time 
when the little Bushmen lived here, so small and so ugly, and used to 
sleep in the wild dog holes, and in the ʻsloots,ʼ and eat snakes, and 
shot the bucks with their poisoned arrows. It was one of them, one of 
these old wild Bushmen, that painted those,” said the boy, nodding to-
wards the pictures—“one who was dierent from the rest. He did not 
know why, but he wanted to make something, so he made these. . . . 
To us they are only strange things, that make us laugh; but to him they 
were very beautiful. . . . Now the Boers have shot them all, so that we 
never see a yellow face peeping out among the stones. . . . And the 
wild bucks have gone, and those days, and we are here. But we will be 
gone soon, and only the stones will lie on here, looking at everything 
like thy look now.” (33–34)
In this genealogy of the transient inhabitants of Africa, prehistoric crea-
tures, the San, the Afrikaners, and the English are all ascribed equal impor-
tance. e message of the rocks may signify “the insignicance of man,” as 
J. M. Coetzee in his White Writing argues (167), but it also signies a doubt 
of the colonizerʼs supposed superiority over the indigenous population and 
ultimately enables Waldo to imagine accommodating himself with the in-
digenous San artistic tradition. is is highly suggestive of Schreinerʼs own 
awareness, as a South African writer, of the originality of her vision, a vi-
sion which is distinctively South African and therefore cannot be judged 
easily by the criteria of the metropolis.
Lyndall, on the other hand, articulates her rather worldly version of 
Self-Reliance. She is acutely aware of her dispossessed status and of her 
need to look for an alternative beyond the farm or the institution of mar-
riage. She expresses her desperate longing for education, since there is 
“nothing helps in this world . . . but to be very wise, and to know every-
thing” (29) and ultimately her need to acquire wealth, to have “things of my 
[her] own” (30). us, the natural habitation on the kopje is presented as 
being pregnant with her desire for knowledge and power. What she sees in 
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the crystal drops of the ice-plants in the karroo is not the beauty of nature 
but an image of the diamonds (possibly from Kimberly) which she desires 
to obtain by herself in the future. Signicantly, she, when hearing of news 
of the arrival of a stranger called Bonaparte Blenkins, expresses her fasci-
nation with glory, terror and fate of Napoleon Bonaparte, “the greatest man 
who ever lived” (31), stressing the fact that he was a man of Self-Reliance, 
that he “was not born great, he was common as we are; yet he was master 
of the world at last” (31). is particular emphasis very much evokes Emer-
sonʼs representation of Napoleon “as exemplifying both the ideal of Self-
Reliance and the common man turned despot” (Buell 53) in “Napoleon; or, 
the Man of the World,” which stresses that he was “the agent or attorney of 
the middle class of modern society; of the throng who ll the markets, 
shops, counting-houses, manufactories, ships, of the modern world, aim-
ing to be rich” (742).
However, as if to indicate how ill-suited colonial South Africa is for 
the ideal of Self-Reliance, Schreiner does not allow the philosophy to be 
successfully practiced by Lyndall or Waldo right from the beginning. In-
stead, the most successful practitioner of the Napoleonistic Self-Reliance 
takes the form of a colonial adventurer of the worst kind, Bonaparte Blen-
kins, an Irish con-man whose very name is even forged in order to show 
his link with European historical authenticity. In fact, the rst half of the 
novel concerns how successfully he, just like Emersonʼs Napoleon who is 
“without any scruple as to the means” to obtain “power and wealth” (729), 
pursues his colonial dream and “rises” on the farm. His ocial motive for 
coming to “Africa, a struggling country” is to oer his “capital,” “talent” 
and “ability to open up that land” (45), but his real aim is to take Ottoʼs 
place and ultimately to appropriate the farm. Indeed, what he does to the 
farm is indicative of what an Imperialistic and capitalistic entrepreneur 
from Britain can do to the pre-existing colonial agrarian order. Tantʼ San-
nieʼs greed, together with her blindness to Bonaparteʼs true identity and 
motive, leads to monstrous tyranny. It is worthwhile noting that Waldo is 
the most victimized and dispossessed under Bonaparteʼs rule on the farm. 
Bonaparte drives Otto to death, destroys the little shearing machine Waldo 
painstakingly made, burns Waldoʼs book titled “Political Economy,” and 
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punishes him severely on a false charge. Typically, when Waldo is admiring 
a certain beauty presented by a picture of the whole pig family in the pigs-
ty in front of him though “taken singly they were not beautiful” (95) (a 
scene which is reminiscent of the similar esthetics in Schreinerʼs favorite 
poem by Emerson titled “Each and All” (Burdett 28)), Bonaparte sneaks 
from behind, trips Waldoʼs leg and sends him head-over-heels into the pig-
sty (95). Bonaparteʼs successful pursuit of his Imperialistic enterprise 
which involves marginalization of the Emersonian ideal embodied by Wal-
do who also has a sense of anity with the indigenous tradition is reminis-
cent of the colonizerʼs marginalization of the colonized and the whole con-
guration functions as a critique of the brutality of the South African 
colonial society itself.
II.?Subversiveness and Complicity in Waldo?s Oneness with Nature
“I never do [pray]; but I might when I look up there. I will tell you . . . 
where I could pray. If there were a wall of rock on the edge of a world, 
and one rock stretched out far, far into space, and I stood alone upon 
it, alone, with stars above me, and stars below me—I would not say 
anything; but the feeling would be prayer.” (e Story of an African 
Farm 201)
　e stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always pres-
ent, they are inaccessible; but all natural objects make a kindred im-
pression, when the mind is open to their inuence. . . .
　When we speak of nature in this manner, we have a distinct but 
most poetical sense in the mind. We mean the integrity of impression 
made by manifold natural objects. It is this which distinguishes the 
stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from the tree of the poet. e 
charming landscape which I saw this morning, is indubitably made up 
of some twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this eld, Locke that, and 
Manning the woodland beyond. But none of them owns the land-
scape. ere is a property in the horizon which no man has but he 
— —12
whose eye can integrate all the parts, that is, the poet. (Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, “Nature” (1836) 9)
According to Spillman, “the eye that Waldo turns to nature” and reads 
its meaning thus makes him an artist, “as embodied in Emersonʼs gure of 
the poet” who “serves as an interpreter and ʻlover of natureʼ who ʻ[i]n the 
presence of natureʼ frequently experiences ʻa wild delight . . . in spite of real 
sorrows,ʼ and thus possesses a particular claim to the surrounding land-
scape” (“Nature” (1836) 14 in Spillman 183)). Another noteworthy similar-
ity between Emerson and Waldo is, as I discussed earlier, that their expo-
sure to the scientic thought enables them to “see” the nature better. Of 
course, compared to Emerson who accommodates the scientic thought 
within the realm of his natural theology, Waldoʼs (as well as Schreinerʼs) 
exposure to the contemporary scientic thought signies his loss of faith, 
which involves relativization of the very colonial discourse.
Typically, his spiritual growth is oen manifested in his changing vi-
sion of the karroo. First of all, his loss of faith is triggered by his experience 
of having the credibility of a biblical episode (in which a lamb chop oered 
on the land should be literally approved and taken by God) tested against 
and denied on the karroo. Also, his confession of his hatred of God is met 
with the indierence of the land. In the colonial context, his loss of faith, 
which is articulated in the image of an “empty” land stripped of biblical 
meaning, is damaging, for it implicitly denies the Calvinist analogy be-
tween the biblical promised land and the colonial hinterland—thereby 
eroding the Christian ratication of the colonistsʼ right to the land and 
making their existence seem extremely rootless.
is apparently negative impact of his loss of faith on the colonial 
sense of belonging to the land of their settlement can, however, be seen, 
within the Victorian intellectual framework, as an opportunity to “see” the 
truth of existence in the actual landscape before him. is positive aspect is 
presented specically in the chapter entitled “Times and Seasons,” which 
delineates the moment of “epiphany” as follows:
　And now we turn to Nature. All these years we have lived beside 
her, and we have never seen her; now we open our eyes and look at 
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her.
　e rocks have been to us a blur of brown; we bend over them, and 
the disorganised masses dissolve into a many-coloured, many-shaped, 
carefully-arranged form of existence. Here masses of rainbow-tinted 
crystals, half-fused together; these bands of smooth grey and red, me-
thodically overlying each other. is rock here is covered with a deli-
cate silver tracery, in some mineral, resembling leaves and branches; 
there on the at stone, on which we so oen have sat to weep and 
pray, we look down, and see it covered with the fossil footprints of 
great birds, and the beautiful skeletons of a sh. We have oen tried to 
picture in our mind what the fossiled remains of creatures must be 
like, and all the while we sat on them. We have been so blinded by 
thinking and feeling that we have never seen the world.
　e at plain has been to us a reach of monotonous red. We look at 
it, and every handful of sand starts into life. at wonderful people, 
the ants, we learn to know; see them make war and peace, play and 
work, and build their huge palaces. . . . Every day the karroo shows us 
a new wonder sleeping in its teeming bosom. (133–4)
e land seen through the lens of his new agnostic and scientic “vision” is 
intricately patterned, both biologically and geologically, and is permeated 
with beauty. ere lies a kinship not only between human and other “per-
sonied” lives, but also a kinship between life and inorganic matter in all its 
intricacy. is kinship between the human, non-human creatures and inor-
ganic matter does not look too dierent from the analogy between humans 
and “all objects” which Emerson says are made possible by the marriage 
between “natural history” and “human history” in his essay “Nature” (1844) 
(21) yet this process by which the blissful recognition of the kinship be-
tween the human and the rest of Nature replaces the pain of losing oneʼs 
faith is inuenced by the tradition of Victorian scientic writing aer Dar-
win, in which “the loss of old beliefs is seen as a positive release from con-
stricting traditions,” while “science oers a new source of stability” (Coss-
lett 14). e process is also marked by a distinctively “South African” 
quality. e sense of being as a part of the interconnected whole of Nature 
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transforms the rocks and stones, which constitute a major feature of the 
supposedly “alien” and “empty” South Africa landscape, into something 
with “readable” meanings—and therefore possessing a familiar beauty.
His artistic and scientic imagination inspired by his spiritual trans-
formation on the vast karroo outside the constricting colonial farm seems 
to reveal Schreinerʼs ideal artistic goal: to form a cultural identity and a 
sense of history beyond the limitations of colonial society in relation with 
the land one inhabits, just as Emersonʼs poet alone can own “the land-
scape” while farmers only own “this eld” or “woodland.” His awareness of 
natural history of South Africa and his resulting sense of anity with the 
San artistic tradition expressed in Part 1 is now materialized in a hybrid 
quality of his artwork: Laurens Van der Post observes that the allegory of 
the hunterʼs quest for the bird of “Truth,” an allegory articulated by a pass-
ing cultured stranger as the theme of one of Waldoʼs carvings, has its origin 
in a Khoisan folktale (Heart 167). Waldoʼs anity with the San tradition 
(this anity is later presented as being reciprocal through the episode of a 
San boy saving Waldoʼs life) and the hybrid aspects of his art ultimately 
emphasize that the process of accommodating oneself to the indigenous 
culture—even at the risk of destabilizing the power relationship between 
the colonizers and the colonized—is essential in forming the white South 
Africanʼs natural and historical link with the African land. is also indi-
cates the possibility of imagining an alternative community in South Afri-
ca, one which would transcend the limitations of the oppressive colonial 
culture.
is possibility of an alternative community, however, is only 
sketched. Schreiner, while endowing Waldoʼs artistic and scientic imagi-
nation with much cultural and ideological signicance, does not provide 
him with any actual community to support his vision. Just as he was vic-
timized by Bonaparte Blenkins on the farm as a child, his very inclination 
to accommodate himself to the marginalized indigenous culture, together 
with his own sociological marginality on the farm as an uneducated farm 
employee, place him at the level of the colonized within the colonial soci-
ety. is is seen particularly in how his experience as a youth in the indus-
trialized and capitalist city, where mechanical life and brutalizing exploita-
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tion wear down his aspirations, brands him as a proletariat. Having 
internalized his new social status, even his second encounter with the cul-
tured stranger, who has provided the allegory for his carving in the karroo, 
forces him to see himself as his strangerʼs “Other”: he realizes that he never 
knew before “what a low horrible thing I [he] was, dressed in tancord” 
(241–2). His nal denition of himself as an “uncouth creature with small 
learning, and no prospect in the future but that of making endless tables 
and stones walls” (280), is highly indicative of the semi-permanently dis-
possessed condition of the working-class population, which is almost 
equivalent to the non-white population in the South African setting. In a 
sense, Waldoʼs suering, which so clearly does not follow the pattern of the 
colonial success stories which Stephen Gray calls the “educative fellow nov-
els” (143), functions as a critique of the brutality of industrialized colonial 
society.
What is more problematic is that Waldoʼs new, seemingly enlightened 
vision of the land of South Africa is itself not entirely free of the pre-exist-
ing colonial discourse. Africans are notably absent from Waldoʼs natural 
history of Africa. Behind this absence lies Schreinerʼs own complicity in 
the colonial discourse which bolstered the marginalization of the Africans 
from Africa, since the Africans, unlike the San (who were already “extinct” 
in the region and who therefore could be safely romanticized), or unlike 
the Afrikaners (who were white and might be assimilated to the English) 
posed an immediate threat to the British land settlement.4
In fact, while Schreiner so emphatically describes Waldoʼs under-
standing of how his brutalizing exploitation in the industrialized city, if not 
natural selection, reduces him to the state of an “animal” whose “brain was 
[is] dead” (237), she is not willing to yield sympathy to the Africans ex-
ploited by the whites. e exploitation is regarded simply as being justied 
by the general “spiritual inferiority” or biological “otherness” of the African 
servants on the farm. is inclination on the part of Schreiner complicates 
her own attempt to represent the image of an ideal community as Waldoʼs 
destination, a community which might function as an alternative to the 
pre-existing colonial farm. e most telling example of the constrained 
“ideal community” is the following description of the farm in the last chap-
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ter of the novel, description which exhibits both the possibilities and the 
severe limitations of Schreinerʼs vision of South Africa:
　It had been a princely day. e long morning had melted slowly 
into a rich aernoon. Rains had covered the karroo with a heavy coat 
of green that hid the red earth everywhere. In the very chinks of the 
stone walls dark green leaves hung out, and beauty and growth had 
crept even into the beds of the sandy furrows and lined them with 
weeds. On the broken sod-walls of the old pig-sty chick-weeds our-
ished, and ice-plants lied their transparent leaves. Waldo was at work 
in the wagon-house again. He was making a kitchen-table for Em. As 
the long curls gathered in heaps before his plane, he paused for an in-
stant now and again to throw one down to a small naked nigger, who 
had crept from its mother, who stood churning in the sunshine, and 
had crawled into the wagon-house. From time to time the little animal 
lied its fat hand as it expected a fresh shower of curls; till Doss, jeal-
ous of his masterʼs noticing any other small creature but himself, 
would catch the curl in his mouth and roll the little Kar over in the 
sawdust, much to that small animalʼs contentment. . . . Waldo, as he 
worked, glanced down at them now and then, and smiled. . . . Near 
the shadow at the gable the mother of the little nigger stood churning. 
Slowly she raised and let fall the stick in her hands, murmuring to 
herself a sleepy chant such as her people love; it sounded like the 
humming of far-o bees. (273)
Although it is evident that Schreiner is here making a serious attempt to 
conceive an image of an ideal South African community of which Waldo is 
a part, what is even more obvious is her continuing implication in the Brit-
ish literary tradition and her complicity with colonial discourse. In terms 
of the setting, her deliberate choice of a rare moment of greenness aer 
rain conveys a spirit similar to that of the white South African poets of the 
nineteenth century, poets who, according to John Povoy in his “Landscape 
in Early South African Poetry,” tend to use the image of the greenness of 
the veld aer a rainfall in order to express their discovery of the distinctive 
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beauty of the South African land in terms of their pastoral memories of 
England (127).
On the other hand, the plants which create this pastoral greenness—
the “chick-weeds” and the “ice-plants” with their “transparent leaves”—are 
distinctively African ones. Moreover, despite the “green” landscape which 
can easily transform the farm from “African” to “English,” the presence of 
the African labor is not completely elided. e peacefully working African 
mother, although remote, is presented as something a little more than just 
a marginal, shadowy, “inferior” gure of the farm. e power relationship 
between Waldo and the Africans is hardly visible, and his attitude towards 
the infant is not without paternal aection. ese three people, who are all 
farm employees and therefore all marginal to the institution of the farm, 
constitute a harmonious, almost family-like unit and occupy the center of 
the picture, presenting an alternative to the loveless union between Em and 
her ancé Gregory who are to become the farm owners. is picture—in-
tended to be beatic—of the multi-ethnic farm in the distinctly “South Af-
rican” and “pastoral” landscape, without any apparent trace of tyranny, 
gives the impression that Waldo, in his quest for a sense of belonging to the 
land, has nally found his community.
Still, at the same time, the picture manifests Schreinerʼs limitations in 
representing an ideal community which has Africans as members. Despite 
some sensitivity in her treatment of the African mother and the infant, ex-
pressions such as the “humming of far-o bees” and especially the use of 
“small animal” and the pronoun “it” to refer to the infant, together with 
their namelessness not only reduce them to the status of a “lower” race but 
also make them seem to reside in the realm of Nature rather than in that of 
a human community. is, together with the lack of verbal communication 
between Waldo and the nameless Africans, creates a perceptible distance 
between them. In fact, Waldoʼs oneness with the South African land is in 
the end attained not through his relationship with the Africans (as one 
would have thought from his anity with the indigenous culture of the 
San) but through his eternal communion with Nature, a communion that 
is represented later in the same chapter when he dies and the farmʼs baby 
chickens come to perch on his body as if he were a natural object. In short, 
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what is presented here as an alternative community in the very Emersonian 
oneness with Nature in death is, in fact, “Nature disguised as community.”
Still, it is worthwhile noting that Schreinerʼs such attempt to represent 
Waldoʼs accommodating himself to the perceptibly “peopled,” alternative 
community goes beyond Emersonʼs representation of Nature: Emerson, 
though being a staunch supporter of the anti-slavery and of the rights of 
Native Americans,5 discusses these two groups of people as part of the hu-
manitarian issues most of the time and they are no integral part of his 
American landscape which his Transcendentalist poet is supposed to 
“own.” For Schreiner, at least, the possibility of creating the alternatively 
“peopled” community is inescapably there, even as a mere possibility.
Conclusion
In many ways, Emersonʼs Transcendentalism functioned as a postco-
lonial thematic frame of e Story of an African Farm for Schreiner when 
representing a new “native” vision of the South African land with a “read-
able” and “familiar” beauty of its own, in contrast to the male colonial so-
journerʼs discourse on South Africa—or even as a contrast to the literary 
tradition of the metropole as a whole. It also helped her to create, through 
Waldo with his scientic thought inspired by Emersonʼs natural theology 
and based on Darwinism, a new white South African sense of history in 
which there is a possibility of an individual forging a historical and natural 
link with the land through accommodating himself or herself to the San 
tradition—in opposition to the pre-existing oppressive colonial culture. At 
the same time, his experience of the ruthless marginalization on the farm 
and his later failure to “rise” as the colonial hero of Self-Reliance followed 
by his death betray the incompatibility between the reality of colonial 
South Africa and the Emersonian ideal and his national discourse.
On a deeper level, the Emersonian framework also betrays the mean-
ings and contradictions central to the formation of the problematic white 
South African identity in relation to the land. e incessant deconstruction 
of the colonial farm, joined with an imagining of an alternative community 
to be obtained by accommodating oneself to the indigenous culture, seems 
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to be the only way to transcend the limitations of the colonial farm, which 
is an outcome of the aggressive colonial land settlement. Yet any attempt to 
create an alternative space or community for the white South African self is 
always in danger of entailing the marginalization of the “Other” ethnic 
groups from the same land—unless one truly seeks to assimilate oneself 
with the people who are more “native” to the land by dismantling the pow-
er relationship between the colonizer and the colonized.
It is easy to say that these contradictions are symptomatic of the di-
culties of the settler society which was rapidly becoming a “white” South 
African nation despite its majority of population being black, but this Em-
ersonian interpretation of the novel also enables us to look at Emersonʼs 
own concept of oneness with Nature from a postcolonial perspective, Na-
ture which is marked with the strange absence of African Americans and 
Native Americans (despite his sympathy towards their respective predica-
ment). As for Schreiner, it is only her later exposure to socialism that en-
abled her to perceive the Africans as “the labouring class” (“Wanderings” 
160) of industrialized South Africa and gave her a relative freedom from 
this maddening process of recreating the “emptied” landscape in her text, 
and this inescapable contradiction of being truly “native” to a South Afri-
can land that is not oneʼs own is to be explored and deconstructed by later 
generation of white South African writers such as Nadine Gordimer and J. 
M. Coetzee.
Notes
 1 is paper is based on my paper titled “A Community beyond the Colonial Farm?: e 
ʻNativeʼ Vision in Olive Schreinerʼs e Story of an African Farm,” but with dierent em-
phasis. While “A Community beyond the Colonial Farm?” is a study of Schreinerʼs sub-
versiveness and her complicity with the colonial discourse in her representation of the 
South African farm, this paper is focused on how Ralph Waldo Emersonʼs Transcenden-
talism informs her representation of Waldo and his relationship with the South African 
land.
 2 I discussed in detail how Schreinerʼs early dilemma and her sense of possibility as a white 
South African writer are articulated in Undine and “My First Adventure at the Cape” in 
my paper titled “e Colonizer, the Colonized, and the Colonist: A Study of Olive Sch-
reinerʼs ʻMy First Adventure at the Capeʼ and Undine.” See Mizoguchi 1–22.
 3 is tendency shows a distinctive break from the opening description of the South Afri-
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can land in Undine, which emphasizes the bleakness of the land, with its transplanted 
and ill-looking European plants scorched by the glaring sun—“deformed peach-trees,” 
“leaess cabbage stalks” or a willow-tree “which stands vainly trying to reect itself in a 
small pond of red thick uid” (13).
 4 is dismissal of Africans is evidenced by an observation made by the “enlightened” 
Lyndall. She speculates that the Africans may “melt away in the heat of a collision with a 
higher [race]” and that “the men of the future may see his bones only in museums” as “a 
vestige of one link that spanned between the dog and the white man” (209–210). Here, 
Darwinism, taking the form of social Darwinism, which was an integral part of the late 
nineteenth-century colonial discourse, justies the “superior” colonizerʼs possible exter-
mination of the Africans as an inevitable process of “natural” selection.
 5 For example, his letter addressed to President Martin Van Buren (1838) denounces the 
governmentʼs eort to remove Cherokee people from their native land and his lectures in 
1851 and 1854 on the Fugitive Slave Law clearly supports the anti-slavery movement.
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